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Abstract 
Names and naming practices have been the focus of social science research for several years. Our 
name, as part of our identity, shapes and defines our sense of self. When clients start psychotherapy 
they first introduce themselves by giving their names.  Sometimes they speak the names of their 
parents and grandparents.  This speaking of the collective intergenerational familial names is termed 
‘speaking the names’. This article set out to explore and describe the experience of clients in 
psychoanalytic therapy of ‘speaking the names’.  The methodological approach is phenomenological 
with a focus on experience as a legitimate unit of investigation.  Transcripts of sessions with clients 
are analysed using thematic analysis.    The main exploratory findings are that ‘speaking the names’ 
is a significant psychological event and it can be understood as; 1) ‘speaking one’s place’ within the 
family, 2) ‘speaking the hope’ of the family, 3) ‘speaking its lived meaning’ when the meaning of 
their name is unknown but appears to be lived unconsciously, and 4) ‘speaking a lost connection’ 
when the familial names are unknown.   
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Introduction 
Allport (1954) was the earliest social science researcher to suggest that names shape and define 
identity because they influence the perception that others might have of us thereby influencing our 
own self-evaluation. Since then, other research has shown that our first or given name is the first 
personal social marker of identity, and the ritual of naming a child, while it varies across cultures, 
remains one of the core social practises that confer entrance into humanity (Brewer 2003). Names 
and naming practices have long been considered a topic of anthropological and sociological interest 
as key components of identity-forming processes (Brewer 2003, Draper & Haney 2005, Jayaraman 
2005, McGranaghan 2015).  When parents select their child’s name they may often do so in relation 
to the passing fashion, their captivation with a character from pop culture, or respect for a best loved 
actor or actress. They may also pick names that are prevalent in one time period but non-existent in 
another (Jagiela & Gebus 2015).  In some cultures it is common for parents to select a name for their 
new born child’s because it conveys an overt emotional meaning (McGranaghan, 2015) such as 
Blessing, Hope, Precious, Gift or Lucky.  
Names, as a marker of identity, are also a marker of difference and uniqueness (Bertrand & 
Mullainathan 2004, Foster 2008, Kulig 2013, Macrae, Mitchell & Pendry 2002), success or social 
expectation (Bertrand & Mullainathan 2004), and even possible criminality (Kalist & Lee 2009). 
Psychotherapist and founder of Transactional Analysis Eric Berne (1972) was one of the few theorists 
to link the given name to ‘life scripts’, and to this end he recommended that it is always important to 
know the details of clients’ names and how clients experience their names.  
Since then, and given the significance of names in other social science fields, little attention has been 
given in psychoanalytic therapy, or any other psychotherapy approach, to the exploration of the 
possible psychological relevance of clients sharing or speaking their names in the context of 
psychotherapy, and even less so to the additional experience when clients also share the names of 
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family members from previous generations.  This verbal sharing of the familial names will be termed 
‘speaking the names’.  To this end, the experience of clients speaking the names in psychoanalytic 
therapy as a psychological event or as analytical material has not been explored before.   
 
The aim of the paper 
This paper sets out to explore the experience of clients ‘speaking the names’1 in individual 
psychoanalytic therapy. 
 
Description of methodology 
Asking the name of clients is not a technique but a way of engaging them in the first moments of 
therapy.  It is a simple act of connection.  It is the first fragile tentative tentacles of reaching out to 
the client, and the early stage of the formation of the working alliance.   When they speak their name, 
I don’t push or probe for more.  The analytical space is left open for the clients to fashion and form.  
But some clients spontaneously speak more about their name.  They tell the story behind how they 
received it, who named them, and what it means.  They may also share the names of their parents and 
other family members, including their grandparents.  This opens up the therapeutic space.  Something 
gets going in terms of speaking the names.  For these clients, this psychological event of ‘speaking 
the names’, like any other experience, becomes a subject of analysis.  To this end, some clients 
continue to explore their names and the names of others, and the experience of speaking the names.   
It is, however, acknowledged that the analytical material is co-created (Aron, 1996).  In this regard, I 
recognise that I may have contributed to what analytical material was produced by asking their name.  
 
                                                            
1 While it is noted that surnames also carry importance and connections to family lineage, the author focused on first 
names because this was the subject of the experience of the clients.     
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Over the years I have noticed the positive therapeutic effects of many clients who used the therapeutic 
space to explore their experience of speaking the names. This clinical observation formed the basis 
of this paper.  Qualitative data pertaining to such moments in individual therapy was collected through 
recorded psychotherapy transcripts2. Permission for recording and transcription of recordings of all 
sessions was sought and obtained.  Sessions with clients in which they explored their experience of 
speaking the names were thus targeted and selected.  These therapy transcripts formed a 
comprehensive ‘therapy text’ which was read and re-read in order to further understand the process 
of speaking the names.  As the therapy text was a verbatim transcription, it also captured the exact 
words spoken by clients.  As an experienced researcher in qualitative methods, I identified and 
analysed the themes within the therapy text by the use of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006). 
Personal bias may have crept into the analysis as the researcher-practitioner is never completely 
separate from the process of data collection and analysis.  To this end, I attempted to bracket my own 
preconceptions that may have led to biases by remaining faithful to the phenomenological 
descriptions of the experiences of the clients.  In line with good ethical practice and ensuring quality 
in qualitative research, due to the confidential content of sessions, names were first removed, and 
identifying events disguised, before a third party had access to the analysis.  This external third party 
assisted by judging the quality of analysis and interpretation, and mitigating against my own biases.  
The third party was also an experienced psychotherapist and researcher and thus knowledgeable about 
therapeutic processes and research linked to such processes.  It is acknowledged that the clinical 
material used arises from the relational complexities of the therapy endeavour with my own clients, 
and as the ‘findings’ are essentially an interpretative process, they are open to alternative views.    
The approach to the clients experience was phenomenological and where experience is given a central 
place and viewed as a noteworthy unit of analysis. The exploratory findings are documented below 
and can be categorised into four themes.  These themes are that ‘speaking the names’ can be 
                                                            
2 All names mentioned are all pseudonyms. All identifying data mentioned have been disguised to protect the identity of 
clients.    
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approached as; 1) ‘speaking one’s place’ within the family, 2) ‘speaking the hope’ of the family, 3) 
‘speaking its lived meaning’ when the meaning of the name is initially unknown but  unconsciously 
lived, and 4) ‘speaking a lost connection’ to both self and the other when the familial names are 
unknown.   Moreover, speaking the names is a psychological event in therapy in that it brings to the 
fore analytic material that can be analysed.   
 
The experience of ‘speaking the names’ as ‘speaking a place’ within the family 
One theme that was identified was the experience of ‘speaking the names’ as ‘speaking a place’ within 
the family.  For example, a client in his 30s called Jack said “when I say the names like this I feel a 
good connection to my family … and I feel I know my roots.  This knowing my beginnings or where I 
am from makes me feel good about myself ...  I did not realise until now that I feel my name is my 
psychological link to my family.  I feel I am speaking about them as they are the source and start of 
my sense of self ... I am a person because of them all. I get from them what I am”.  George, a middle 
aged man remarked, “This speaking their names makes me feel more of being a part of them, which 
is good and nice … I feel centred in them and thus in myself too.  When I say their names I know 
where I am from”.  Young man Mark said, “Because I can speak the names I know my place within 
the family, I know myself.  Because I know myself, I know where I stand in relation to my family, 
others, and to the world out there”.  Teenager Caroline said, “Speaking the names of the family in 
this way means a great deal to me as I have the feeling that I have a blueprint of my identity which is 
passed to me from my family. I am the result of this family, I am from them, and all that is good or 
bad.  I am because of my family ... This means that it is my family who have named me and this means 
that I have a place in the family.  I have a part of them all that is passed down to me”.  Grandmother 
Frances said, “I feel good about them when I name them. I am speaking not just their names but their 
values and what they stand for”.  25 year old Alice said, “I feel that I am speaking my place in the 
family as I say their names.  It makes me feel rooted to them, and thus, rooted to myself, like a tree 
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with roots into the earth.  My family are my roots.  But all their issues also seem to be inside me 
somehow. I don’t know these issues but I feel I live them.  I am the branch of tree with deep roots and 
saying their names gives me a sense of being rooted but also rooted in their good and bad”.  Thando 
said, “Speaking the names of my grandparents as well made me realise that I come from somewhere 
far back in time, and that I belong to this faraway place as well.  I belong to a bigger circle of blood-
ties than just mum and dad”.   42 year old Nancy said, “Speaking the names of my parents and 
grandparents means that I have a good sense of belonging to them, to a family, even if my own 
marriage seems to be wobbly”. 
Many of the clients indicated that the experience of speaking the names made them realise that they 
have a strong sense of their familial roots.  Knowing these roots means for them that they are able to 
socially and psychologically situate themselves not just within the immediate family but within the 
broader genealogy of the family lineage (“I feel that I am speaking my place in the family as I say 
their names.  It makes me feel rooted to them, and thus, rooted to myself”).  Based on their experience, 
it can be suggested that the naming of the family is the naming of their roots and connection to their 
family.  Their sense of identity can be understood as based within this intergenerational rootedness, 
and as a result, in the continuity of their family.   In speaking the names they speak this continuity 
and intergenerational legacy. It is suggested that speaking the names becomes ‘speaking a place’ 
within the family. (“I have a blueprint of my identity which is passed to me from my family. I am the 
result of this family, I am from them”).  
In addition to their mobilised sense of being rooted and ‘placed within’ a family as a result of speaking 
the names, clients become aware of another layering of psychological relevance.  Speaking the names 
invoked a consciousness of ‘who was before’ in terms of their ancestry, and how this has 
unconsciously shaped and fashioned the current family dynamics.  From knowing and speaking ‘who 
was before’ (“I get from them what I am”) highlights the collective unconscious and social 
unconscious that are transmitted down to the next generation, and in this sense, it could be said that 
a current, living family unit is colonialized by this unconscious familial transmission.  Speaking the 
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names is speaking a place within the psychodynamics of that which may be unconsciously inherited 
(“all their issues also seem to be inside me somehow”. I don’t know these issues but I feel I live them).  
This notion of passing down the psychic material is not new to therapeutic psychology, specifically 
analytical psychology.  It relates to the original Jungian idea of the collective unconscious which has 
been recently revised as the ‘narrative unconscious’ (Freeman 2001, 2002, 2016). Freeman (2002) 
asserts that this concept of the narrative unconscious is not the same as the Freudian sense of psychic 
material that is repressed, banished from consciousness.  Instead, it is more to do with “those largely 
unrecognized and in turn uncognized aspects of our own histories that have been bequeathed to us by 
virtue of our status as historical beings of a specific sort” (2002, p. 201). More simply, he states, 
“what we are considering here are those culturally rooted aspects of one’s history that have not yet 
become part of one’s story” (p. 193).  While his idea refers more to a cultural narrative unconscious 
and less to the family, it is suggested that it also may apply to a familial narrative unconscious where 
individual families have aspects of their history that is unknown, and ‘unstoried’.  This idea has been 
developed in the theory of what group analysts call the ‘social unconscious’(Hopper & Weinberg, 
2017) and in the theory of ‘depositing’ (Volkan, 2015) in addition to other works on the 
transgenerational transmission of trauma in contemporary psychoanalysis (Faimberg, 2005; Feldman, 
2015; Muhlegg, 2016). 
Taking this concept of narrative unconscious as familial, speaking of the names is speaking into 
conscious aspects of this untold story.  Extending this idea further, until the names of past generations 
were spoken, clients appeared to largely live unconsciously of this familial psychic transmission.  It 
may be tentatively suggested that various aspects of the hidden and unknown psychology of previous 
familial generations live within them as the narrative unconscious of familial unprocessed shadows 
and untold stories.  Speaking the names may make conscious the familial introjects and psychological 
bits and pieces absorbed and taken in that shape, define, and ‘story’ clients’ lives.  Speaking the names 
as speaking a belonging to family, and a place within the family (“Speaking the names … means that 
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I have a good sense of belonging to them), is a psychological event of uncovering the sense of being 
within and participating in the collective familial unconscious that spans generations.     
It is recognised that some families are the source of abuse, shame, and humiliation, and it is more 
difficult for some clients to speak the names.  In this context, speaking the names is ‘speaking the 
shame’ or ‘speaking a place of shame’ within the family. Some families of clients are born in countries 
that have a long history of war and violence.  Some of these families have direct experiences of 
atrocities that forced family members to participate either as perpetrators or victims.  As a 
psychotherapist working in post-apartheid South Africa, some of my clients come from families 
where their parents and grandparents were the victims during the Apartheid regime, and other clients 
come from families where they were the perpetrators.  The clients who ‘speak the shame’ are from 
the side of the perpetrators.  They tell stories of how these family members seem to deny or repress 
their participation.  Some perpetrators have immigrated and changed their names, an act of denial or 
dissociation. Gert said, “I feel ashamed of them … they are not bothered about what happened ...  
they are unaccountable. But me, I feel ashamed by what they did”.  It seems that the new generation 
(the clients) appear to have introjected or internalised the perpetrators unprocessed guilt, 
unaccountability and denial.  This leaves clients to cradle inside their minds the familial transference 
of repressed family crimes of the past.  Pieter remarked, “I am always living with the knowledge that 
they were silent and thus complicit in what went on, and did nothing… I am ashamed of them, and 
this shame is inside me too”. Speaking the names in this context becomes the speaking what is 
disavowed by the other. 
 
Frie (2014) asked the following question after he discovered that his beloved grandfather was a Nazi:    
What does it mean to be caught in a web of history, to be part of a traumatic past over which 
we have no control? We are born into history and culture and it is through our family that we 
are connected to these larger dimensions of experience. Our families provide us with narratives, 
stories that enable us to make sense of what we see and that implicitly shape what we know and 
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remember at any moment in time. These narratives are an integral part of who we are, yet are 
not consciously organized. They remain largely unconscious, a compass by which our lives are 
pre-reflectively organized (p.2) 
 
Frie also notes that initially at least, it seems that our place is made for us, unconsciously structured 
by the language we speak, the history we inherit, and the culture and traditions and ways of living 
that make up and constitute who we are.  In relation to speaking the shame, even when clients 
‘come after’ such familial crimes, and can claim some innocence, they still feel the shame and 
guilty burden of a terrible family history. (“…I am ashamed of them. This shame is inside me”).  
Speaking the names as speaking the shame is translated into speaking a tainted family history 
which cannot be renounced.  It is a history that lives inside these clients.  Speaking the names as 
speaking a place of shame within this history is a psychological event that triggers some clients to 
begin to process the unprocessed, and to work with the unspeakable and renounced.   
 
For some clients it is overwhelming at first to speak the names of these family, to speak the shame.  
For these clients they must grapple with the shock, disappointment and disillusionment.  It 
becomes analytical material in the sense of working through of the ‘unexperienced experience’ 
(Browne 1990)3, which foreshadowed the notion of ‘unformulated experience’ (Stern, 1997) 
which assumes that some negative experiences are outside of awareness, and thus banished.  
However, this is not an experience sourced only from individual events.  The concept of 
‘unformulated experience’ may include intergenerational familial experiences (‘unformulated 
familial experience’) passed down to the individual client.  Such unformulated experience remains 
unconscious unless it is made conscious. Speaking the shame in this context is to begin to bring 
forth these banished and disavowed elements of the individual and collective psyche, and the 
                                                            
3 Browne defined this concept of the unexperienced experience as the idea that when something happens to us that is 
negative, we do not experience all of it at once. In this way, experiencing is a process that takes place over time. 
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associated difficult affect.  Speaking the shame appears also to assist clients to ‘leap to meaning’ 
(Stern, 1997). It is the verbalization of these previously unformulated experiences that is the 
essence of the analytic movement (Stern, 1997) and speaking the shame can be approached as a 
way forward to open up the ‘potential space’ (Winnicott 1971) or ‘empty space’ (Ogden, 2001) 
and to speak the unspoken, to create and re-imagine new sources of selfhood.      
 
Speaking the names as ‘speaking a familial hope’ 
Another theme that emerged from the experience of speaking the names was ‘speaking a familial 
hope’.  The social and familial ritualization of parents choosing and giving the first names to their 
child signifies the placing of the child within the broader context of the family. The name is often the 
embodiment of the parents’ hopes and dreams, thus pointing to an intergenerational transmission of 
parental psychic content to their child (Feldman, 2015; Ferenczi, 1932/1988; Garon, 2004; Muhlegg, 
2016) often through the mechanism of projective identification (Ferenczi, 1932/1988; Garon, 2004; 
Muhlegg, 2016)   The psychological implication of this transmission of parental hope is that the child, 
through the given name, is born with the yoke of parental expectations and is compelled to fulfil these 
hopes. This imbedded parental hope becomes entrenched, consciously or unconsciously, in the 
client’s life, and may shape and define the client’s worldview of self.  Speaking the names is 
understood as ‘speaking a familial hope’. A 35 year old depressed client commented, “When I said 
my name I suddenly knew that my parents gave me this name because it was my father’s name. … My 
father wanted me to do things he could not. He had hopes for me.  He passed his hopes to me through 
the name. I am linked to him, and his hopes through the name.  I think I lost my own dreams along 
the way by trying to do what he wanted.  It was always about what he wanted for me, and not about 
what I wanted”. Tristan, a 20 year man mentioned, “My name is the same as my father’s . . . I would 
be expected to follow their hopes.  I did not follow in his ways, and as a result, I don’t feel free from 
him.  I feel bonded to him.  I let him down … and I feel guilty for having pursued my own path”.  
While he feels guilt for following his own path in life, and has a sense of being trapped by the hopes 
11 
 
of the father, speaking the names is also concerned with, in some cases, speaking the guilt of not 
meeting the parents’ hopes and expectations.  This is more so when the father’s name is passed down 
to the sons.   
Related to the given name as the embodiment of the parents hopes is the hopes of the grandparents. 
The hopes and dreams of the grandparents are also passed to the parents and through them to the 
grandchildren.  It can be suggested that there is an ‘intergenerational hope’ in speaking the names 
that spans more than one generation, and it too has its implications for the client.  William remarked, 
“My grandparents wanted my father to be something extraordinary, and I felt this as well when I 
heard about them from my parents. They had achieved extraordinary things, and here I was, living 
out their hope and dream to be exceptional as well”.  Tshepo said, “In our culture we have pressure 
to make the family feel proud.  Everything is for the family. Both my father and grandfather have 
done so well and achieved so much.  I feel I must perform for my dad and grandfather because I have 
their name. I have their expectations because my name is the same as their names … the name spans 
two generations. I must do well for them both … I must do what they want and let go of my dreams”.  
Eric4 commented, “In saying my father’s name and then my grandfather’s name, it made sense to me 
why I have their name too – because they expect me to be like them, to do what they have done … I 
feel restrained because of this. I am the one chosen to fulfil their expectations.  But I feel constricted 
and imprisoned by their dreams and the pressure to perform”.  John claimed, “I do feel pressure to 
perform”.  
In this regard, clients have a double layering of familial expectation when the name they carry is an 
ancestral name and therefore is used by the previous generation(s).  Clients are expected to fulfil an 
intergenerational hope – “I must do what they want and let go of my dreams”.  This experience of 
speaking a familial hope concerns the parents’ psychic material being transferred to clients, in the 
same way as described earlier, but this material is un-metabolised familial analytical material.  In this 
                                                            
4 It is acknowledged that the experiences of clients of the expectations of others (family) may also be their own 
phantasies and might not be the parents or grandparents actual expectations.  
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light, what is (intergenerationally) mobilized is what was psychically transmitted without being 
symbolized (Freud 1920) which makes its subsequent reworking problematic for the client receiving 
the family psychic legacy (Valdanha-Ornelas & Santos 2016).  This un-metabolised familial 
analytical material is unconsciously repeated throughout the generations.  While the idea of the 
‘eternal return of the same’ (Nietzsche 1882) which pre-empted Freud’s (1920) concept of the 
‘repetition compulsion’ concerned individual patterns of repetition, such concepts can also be 
modified to include an intergenerational familial unconscious that transfers their unprocessed hopes 
to the next generation.  The transferred familial hopes become expressions of unconscious and 
‘unlived stories’, in terms of the narrative familial unconscious, it is suggested that speaking the 
names is speaking the ‘intergenerational familial repetition compulsion’.   
It is common in psychoanalytic therapy to observe that some clients have complied with and 
submitted to their parental demands and expectations (and in terms of Winnicottian theory 
‘impingements’) at the expense of their own dreams and self-development (Kohut, 1984). Based on 
some of the clients’ experience of speaking a familial hope, it is an incarcerating realization of being 
ensnared by the familial hopes. While not all clients may recognise the unconscious dynamics of 
family hopes being passed down through the name, some describe feeling trapped and imprisoned.  
(“I feel restrained … constricted and imprisoned by their dreams and the pressure to perform”).   
Speaking the names as speaking a familial hope can be an experience of ‘speaking a self-imprisoned’. 
Within psychoanalytic theory, such compliance leads to the repression of the ‘true self’ and the 
defensive emergence of a ‘false self’ (Winnicott 1965).  The false self is often what is presented in 
psychotherapy.  It acts to mask or disguise clients’ pain of loss of their own dreams, hopes, and their 
potential for self-realization.  It becomes the business of psychoanalytic therapy to disentangle the 
false self from the true self so that speaking the names as speaking another’s dream become speaking 
‘the return of the repressed’ (Freud, 1915a & b) where clients can begin to re-claim what was their 
own  dreams. The greatest importance in psychoanalytic therapy, argued Kohut (1984) is given to the 
unblocking and facilitation of strangulated development; whatever promotes that goal becomes a part 
13 
 
of the therapeutic strategy (Kohut 1984, Summers 2001, 2005). It seems that once the aim of the 
therapeutic process became self-development, speaking the names of familial hope is a psychological 
event that brings about the realization of the buried self.        
 
The experience of speaking the given name(s) as ‘speaking its lived meaning’ 
In almost all cultures the given names have meanings (McGranaghan 2015).   Sometimes the meaning 
is unknown but unconsciously lived.  In this respect, some clients unknowingly ‘grow into’ the 
meaning, and it can unconsciously guide, to some extent, the development and trajectory of their 
lives.  There are, however, always exceptions and many clients have names with meanings that do 
not relate to how they have lived their lives.  There is no current psychoanalytic therapy research that 
explores clients’ unconscious living of the meaning of their name.      
As a result of speaking the names, some clients subsequently discover the meaning of their name and 
it later becomes a subject for analysis.  It is often a remarkable psychological event.  For example, a 
woman client who discovered that her name means ‘bright’ was amazed because this woman is indeed 
‘bright’ in so many things: bright in appearance, bright in ideas, bright in approach to life, bright in 
attitude, bright as in intelligent, and always finding the bright side of life.  In this case it can be 
suggested that she unconsciously became the meaning of her name: as if her mode of participation in 
the unconscious was in the living her name’s meaning as it seemed to structure, to some extent, her 
personality.  Speaking her name was speaking its meaning.     
Another example of how some clients may unknowingly become the meaning of their name is of an 
adult male client in his 40s whose name means ‘the traveller’. His parents did not know this meaning 
at the time when they chose the name, but they chose it because it was ‘a nice name’ and sounded 
good. This client has unconsciously lived the meaning of ‘the traveller’ by literally repeatedly 
travelling across the world, moving several times to new homes and new cities, and as a 
psychotherapist as well as a client, travelling to spaces within that has given him a deeper sense of 
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who he is.  In this context, the psychology of his life is that he knows where he is going, he has a 
direction, is always ‘upwards and onwards’, and moving forward. His life is about finding new 
territories, of traversing new landscapes, of journeying, of discovering new things, to such an extent 
that he often changes his daily travel plan to work so that he can discover new roads and new 
directions. Symbolically and literally his life has become the meaning of his name and, in turn, his 
name’s meaning is his life. 
One client said, “Knowing the meaning of my name made me feel that I could conquer the world”.   
Another client said, “I have always been aware that I am a leader, and knowing that the meaning of 
my name means just that, has inspired me to forge ahead with my life goals”. Another client remarked, 
“Once I knew the meaning of my name I had a greater sense of my place in the world because its 
meaning related to belonging and having a hearth and home. I don’t feel guilty for being a home-
maker and this is who I am”.  
For some clients speaking their name is speaking the meaning and this may give form and structure 
to their subjective sense of self and place in the world.  When clients seem to be battling with issues 
of identity and belonging, with wanting some kind of meaning to their life, discovering the meaning 
of their name maybe a powerful experience of discovering their unconscious participation in the 
trajectory of their life. For some, the meaning becomes a lens through which they interpret life, 
structure their relationships and form their sense of being in relation to the world.  However, it is 
acknowledged that this subject of unconsciously living the meaning of the name does not apply to 
everyone.    
 
The experience of not knowing the names as ‘speaking a lost connection’     
A final theme that was identified was the experience of not knowing the names as ‘speaking a lost 
connection’. In some Australian native cultures when a person dies their name is not spoken again.  
The dead are remembered in other ways and the connection to them, while unspoken, is not lost.  In 
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contrast, in some cultures the names of the dead are spoken in ritualised spaces such as at a funeral, 
and repeatedly spoken thereafter as a way of remembering.  Speaking their name repeatedly is a way 
of keeping the dead alive within.  In contrast, sometimes the name of the family dead from previous 
generations, such as the grandparents’ names, are unknown.   While it seems obvious, not knowing 
the names means the names cannot be spoken.  Unknown family names describe a certain kind of 
relationship or connection - a lost connection.  In this respect, if clients do not know the name(s) of 
who they come from, it is suggested that they will not know their deeper roots that span back into 
previous generations.  Without this more than one intergenerational link, the sense of belong and 
one’s place within the family is limited to the parents generations only, and the other previous 
generations remain lost to them. It is an important psychological event in terms of self in relation to 
these unknown others. In this light, clients speak ‘a lost connection’.  Linked to this ‘speaking a lost 
connection’ is perhaps ‘speaking a lost connection to the self’.  For example, Annie said, “I feel lost 
because I don’t know their names, and this means that I don’t know myself.  I am from them and yet, 
if I don’t know their names, I don’t know who I am. I have no connection to myself”.  Colin said, “I 
am not sure why it bothers me but not knowing my grandmother’s maiden name means I have lost a 
part of her, and a part of me too because I am from her”.  
Unknown familial names appear to give a sense of being ‘thrown’ into the world without an anchor, 
without roots. Tom remarked, “I feel I have no ties to them because I don’t know their names, and 
this makes me feel rootless”. Tom later said, “I sometimes feel my life is meaningless, and without 
knowing their names, I wonder if this feeling would change a bit if I could know their names, then I 
would know where I came from”.   
What is unknown is not always lost.  Some clients have discovered the unknown names of family, 
and in the session they have re-discovered or re-claimed a lost part of themselves.  Tom reported, “I 
found her name and I found out more about her, and as I did so I realised that I was collecting bits 
of myself that had been missing”.   Some clients, however, never discover the names.  Some things 
within the psyche remain lost and ‘unstoried’.  In speaking a lost connection, their therapeutic process 
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may take on the shadowy shape of the unknown, and the process of reclaiming hidden aspects of the 
self, and self-within-the-family, is much more difficult.  In these cases, there is often a form of grief 
work to be done.         
Conclusion    
This article explored the experience of speaking the names in psychoanalytic therapy.  Four themes 
were identified and documented, giving primacy to the clients’ experiences.  Underlying these 
experiences is the concept of family and being-in-the-family as a psychological situated-ness. 
Speaking the names can be approached in different ways based on the different experiences of clients.  
While no client was forced to reveal any name, when they did, it seemed to be a significant 
psychological event that offered the opportunity for exploration of aspects of the family dynamics 
and the family unconscious, and their place within this.   
The first theme related to ‘speaking a place’ within the intergenerational family, and the concept of 
the familial narrative unconscious in this psychological process was discussed, hinting at the idea that 
the current family system is colonialized by this unconscious familial transmission.  As some families 
are the source of shame, speaking the names is ‘speaking the shame’.   
The second theme concerned the experience of speaking the names as ‘speaking a familial hope’.  
This experience concerned the parents’ psychic material being transferred to clients.  But as this 
material is un-metabolised, it is unconsciously repeated throughout the generations.  It was suggested 
that speaking the names is speaking an ‘intergenerational familial repetition compulsion’.  Linked to 
the hope that is passed down, some clients have complied with their parental expectations at the 
expense of their self-development. Speaking the names can be an expression of ‘speaking a self-
imprisoned’.  
The third theme, while less articulated and more exploratory, documented the phenomenon that the 
meaning of the name maybe unknown but its meaning is nevertheless unconsciously lived.  Some 
clients may, therefore, unknowingly ‘grow into’ the meaning.  Speaking the name can be understood 
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as ‘speaking its meaning’, and in some cases, the name’s meaning has structured the life lived by the 
client.  
The last theme described ‘speaking a lost connection’.  When the family names are unknown, it refers 
to a lost connection, and thus, to a lost connection to the self.  While some clients may discover the 
unknown names of family, and re-discover a lost part of themselves, some never discover the names. 
Their process becomes challenging in terms of situating themselves within an intergenerational 
family context and finding their place within this matrix of relationships.    
Finally, a comment about the action of speaking the names.  Speaking the names has a particular 
added value because speaking the names gives the names sound.  The sound / sounding of our name 
is powerful because it is heard. The sound of our name ritualises everything that the name represents.  
It is the sound of our name that reverberates across time and space.  The sound of our name is 
significant because it cannot be taken back or recalled, ignored or cancelled, and the sound ‘calls or 
cries or sings or speaks’ that which ‘is’ in the name.  The spoken name becomes meaningful because 
it is spoken. Naming rituals in most cultures become ritualised because the name is spoken.  Speaking 
the names in this context can be understood as ‘speaking into existence the person’ because it is heard.    
In a similar way, in the context of therapy speaking the names gives it sound.  It is heard.  It is only 
when our name is spoken something can open up or be released.  In other words, when our name is 
spoken in the therapeutic space, something can potentially change. The case material of the clients 
presented above demonstrate this change and the significance of the change.  To this end, speaking 
our names in therapy is the beginning of opening up things and the exploration of everything that the 
name holds and gives meaning to.  As indicated earlier, asking clients (to speak) their name at the 
start of therapy is a simple act of connection.  But it is also more.  It is asking them to speak their 
name and all that this consciously and unconsciously represents.                      
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